Acute gastroenteritis (AGE) is one of the most common diseases of humans in both developed and developing countries. Despite the improved safety of food handling and prevention strategies, it remains one of the most significant health burdens on society 1 . An estimated 1.8 million AGE-associated deaths occur annually worldwide 2, 3 , making it the leading cause of mortality among children under the age of five years. In this article, we examine recent trends in emerging noroviruses, the ability of the virus to cause outbreaks on cruise ships and discuss the factors that influence its on-board spread.
The main agents responsible for acute gastroenteritis include viruses, bacteria, parasites and chemical agents. Across the globe, norovirus is estimated to cause 677 million gastroenteritis cases and 212 000 deaths per year 4 . In Australia, norovirus is now the leading cause of viral gastroenteritis following the introduction of rotavirus vaccine to the National Immunisation Program in 2006 and infects around 2.2 million people each year 5 . Illness is generally self-limiting, but can be severe in vulnerable populations; including children, elderly and immunocompromised individuals 6, 7 . The main transmission routes are person to person, through the faecal-oral route, or consumption of contaminated food and water. Norovirus is highly infectious compared to other viruses, with 100-1000 virions sufficient to infect a healthy individual 8 .
In addition, norovirus is resistant to freezing, heating and can tolerate commonly used disinfectants, including alcohol and quaternary ammonium compounds better than other viruses 9, 10 . The combination of these properties allows norovirus to survive in external environments for long periods. The virus often attacks in closed or semi-closed environments such as cruise ships, nursing homes, childcare centres and hospitals 11, 12 .
Norovirus was first identified in an elementary school outbreak in . In Australia, on-board gastroenteritis outbreaks exceed- , therefore active surveillance is vital to protect ship's passengers and prevent outbreaks. 
